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The drama of the summer which
unfolded on the French political
stage has had great influence on
the course of politics, not only in
France but in all Western nations
who profess to operate on dem-
ocratic principles. French students
seemed to all observers to be behind
the protest band-wagon before the
events of May, But appearances
can be deceiving and were - the
universities were seething with dis-
content well before the storm broke
in May. Conditions in university
were familiar ones: - authoritar-
ian control of discipline and all
facets of administration, absence of
student voice in decisions concern-
ing course content, and the ever-
present sense of being part of the
elite in training to continue an
elitist society,

Need for Society Reform

It was the realization of this last factor which
gave the significance to the original student move=
ment, Student activists worked under the assumption
that academic and administrative reform would be of
little value unless the role of the university in so-
ciety could also be altered, Such an alteration would
be impossible unless, in turn, the control of the
university was taken from the hands of business and
‘the ‘festablishment?’’,

© Before the events of May, one would have said
that such a program was completely out of touch
with reality. Modern sociological opinion seems to
‘feel that ‘‘the revolution?’ will not take place in
modern industrial society. Fanon sees the source of
revolution in the underdeveloped world; Marcuse
regards the working class as a conservative group.
But the French working class rose to the revolu-
tionary occasion with such a force that even the
communist party was taken by surprise. The “‘up-
rising”? in France was infinitely close to success yet
was guided by principles which could be considered
“traditional Marxist?’,

The students, under the audacious leadership of
people like Danjel Cohn-Bendit, became the vanguard
of the revolutionary movement., The general strike
of students and teachers in May was repressed with
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such violence by the French Riot Police that public
opinion swung behind the students and from the 10th
of May onwards the strike in educationwas supported
increasingly by strikes in industry until over 10
million workers (the vast majority of the French
labour force) was on strike,

Labour takes Initiative

French labour was not on strike merely out of
sympathy, The cost of living in France is one of
the highest in Europe while only the Italian average
was is less than that of the French, But the interest-
ing fact is that as the strike continued the workers
became more and more interested in democratic
control of their own factories rather than in pure
financial gain.

This stance was unforeseen by union leaders,
who were being out-flanked to the left by their own
membership and whose negotiations for mere pay
increases and better hours were viewed by many
workers as a ‘sell-out’ to the capitalists of the
Gaullist regime, Such an attitude, though usually
generated by younger workers, was not necessarily
located in centres of student activism, but spread
throughout the industrial areas of France. The
commonplace habit of blaming such situations on
student ‘‘rabble=rousers?’’ does not hold true, People
were reacting to 10 years of Gaullism which had
left them in the backwash of the more spectacular
efforts to gain prestige and the support of public
opinion -- the French H-bomb, a large foreign aid
program, the politics of the Common Market, an
attempt at an independent foreign policy, and in a
more mundane sense the cleaning and refurbishing
of public buildings and monuments. The needs of the
ordindry man had been forgotten in the greater glory
but the nemesis had come,

Lack of Leadership

As the strike went on, however, the lack of
leadership on the left became painfully obvious,
Trade union leaders were more concerned with
material gains than revolutionary change; the Com=
munist Party tried to harness the student initiative
and direct it through ‘‘legitimate” channels, Stu-
dents called this a sellout, a program of reformism
rather than real change. :

An interesting comment came from the right-

wing newspaper the Figaro which felt that the Com-
munist Party and Trade Unions leaders had con=-
ducted themselves, for the most part, with great
restraint. Many observers believe that if the Com~
munist Party had taken up a revolutionary line
De Gaulle might have fallen,

This is not mere optimism on the part of politic-
al activists of the left, There were many in the
owning and managerial classes who felt that the
time had come and were hurriedly transfering
their savings to foreign banks in preparation for a
hasty departure,

Election in Retrospect

A short analysis of the election just called can
best show the development of the political situation,

Gaullist forces united with those of the extreme
right to present a united front against ““the chaos
of anarchy’ and the “new menace of communism?*?,

De Gaulle had regained complete control of the
radio and T,V, running a propaganda campaign which
the other parties were powerless to reply.

Seven radical political organizations were ban-
ned from the elections, and the election roles used
were the same as the last election sothat few people
under 23 were able to vote,

However, these measures played a minimal role
in the Gaullist victory. The major factor was fear,
and the Gaullists used it to best advantage. As one
communist party official put it ‘““Every car burned
means thousands of votes for the Gaullists?’, While
the strength of the moderate socialists remained
about the same, the communist party lost in the
polarization to the left by those who considered the
Communists to have sold-out. The only party of the
far left which gained was the Parti Socialist Unifie
which upheld most of the revolutionary prineiples
advocated by ‘“hard-line’”? elements among the stu-
dents, workers and intellectuals.

What does this leave on the French political
scene?

On the surface one has a strong Gaullist govern-
ment, guardian of the status quo, spouting liberal
rhetoric and having to make definite concessions
though not sweeping reforms. The regime has def-
initely been strengthened, but DeGaulle’s desire to
eliminate class and generational conflict has been
shattered.

iDuring the events of May, De Gaulle was
forebd to use police state tacties which never
genckate the spirit of compromise on whichaliberal
lemperatic government is supposed to operate.

reat numbers of ‘““sympathizers’’ have been
forcfd to take up active positions, so that while
DeCgulle’s opposition may have (officially)decreased
num&rically, it has a stronger core, As initiators

of *."':- whole chain of events, students have been
i :i” by the forces of the moderate left to swing
opimjon their way, and used by the Gaullists as

conyenient scapegoats.

Ihe negotiations which are now taking place
i-et'\'-.;eun the government and the universities will
cert;,uiniy result in academic and administrative re-
formd, but as for the real question of the changing
mle%of the university in society, nothing ean possibly
charge under the Gaullist regime, The fact that riot
police still occupy most of the university buildings
shows the atmosphere under which negotiations are
taicir}g place,

i Problems for Consideration

resuming that Canadian students have and
shottd have many of the same aims as French
studénts -~ democratization of the university, im-
proved teaching standards, and a more meaningful
role for the university in society, what can we learn
from the events this summer in France?

Firstly, students must begin thinking politically,
The political awareness, enthusiasm, and sense of
social responsibility possessed by the majority of
French students is at a much more advanced
level than those of the Canadian student, In French
universities there is no longer the feeling of being
in a_ sterile intellectual community, removed from
real life where politics is some sort of game,
French students are in the thick of the political
process, they know it, and they are prepared to act
upon that knowledge.

The main problem for the ‘‘eft’’ posed by the
eventual fajlure and repression of the university
“revolution®’ is the age-old (or Marx-old) question
of “revolution versus evolution’® as the proper
tactie.

Did the student-worker posture of absolutely no
compromise (which certainly led to the right-wing
reacton on the part of the population) embitter
possible sympathizers and prevent greater reform
via “conventional legal’’ means or is real progress
possible along this line, Is confrontation and pol=-
arization the best means to effect change. Some
sort of comment, if no answer, to this question,
will present itself this fall when the French univer-
sities resume their courses in the late fall,

Student politicians, activists, and those withany
sort of social conscience should be waiting the
coming events and study them eagerly. The French
social ferment is not yet over,
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